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NATURALIST TRIES 
TO SAVE AYE-AYE 


Madagascar Assists Drive 
but Lemur Resists 


By JOHN L. HESSE 

Special to The New York Times 

PARIS, June 3 — He is called 
an aye-aye, and he is a surly 
fellow, a night prowler, a dis- 
agreeable mate with a bad rep- 
utation and a dim future, but 
there are those who . cherish 
him. 

Surely his most devoted friend 
is Dr. J. J. Petter of the Paris 
Museum of Natural History, 
who recently persuaded the 
Malagasy Republic to give him 
an island to save the animal 
from extinction.- 

The aye-aye is a tree-dwell- 
ing creature the size of a cat, 
with a long bushy tail and the 
face of an astonished rodent, 
with round, bulging eyes. Nat- 
uralists called him the Mad- 
agascar squirrel until they 
learned that he is a lemur, a 
cousin to monkeys and men. 

His name is an effort to sim- 
ulate the cry of the animal 
when he is alarmed. When he 
is just talking to himself, he 
sounds more like a stick being 
rubbed across a washboard. Dr. 
Petter says. 

Features Are Specialized 

The animal has two features 
of- extraordinary specialization 
that fascinate naturalists^— ro- 
dentlike front teeth and the 
long, thin, - hairless third fing- 
er of each front paw. It looks 
like a hook. 

Dr. Petter, a 38-year-old phy- 
sician whose main job is re- 
search on cancer in lemurs, has 
studied the aye-aye by night, 
using an infrared telescope, 
over a decade. 

In an interview here, he de- 
scribed how the creature taps 
On a tree trunk, puts a large 
ear against it, chews a small 
trough in the bark, slips its 
hook into a wormhole and draws 
out the larva — virtually its only 
nourishment. 

Naturalists are fond of the 
aye-aye because it is an oddity 
even among lemurs, which are 
odd to begin with, and because 
it is rare. There may be no 
more than a score left, morosely 


hiding along the northern coast 
of Madagascar. 

The local people are not at 
all fond of the aye-aye; in fact, 
-they are terrified by it. They 
regard the animal as the spirit 
of a man cursed for violating 
a taboo. 

All ' disasters are believed to 
be caused by the aye-aye. Even 
the sight of the animal is fed 
luck. If a villager sleeps in the 
woods, the aye-aye may ,come 
and put a pillow under his feet, 
which spells death. Villagers do 
not sleep in the woods. ' ’• 

Normally, the villagers won’t 
touch the creature or even men- 
tion its name, though if an 
aye-aye is found in the village 
it may be killed. The bad spell 
is then exercised by - ritual 
dances./ 

Anim als’; Habitat Destroyed 

The aye-aye is vanishiag n£$f' 
because it is hunted — it'is.not— 
but because the tall trees. Jhat 
provide its home and • nourish- 
ment are rapidly being de- 
stroyed. i D V.'-.. 

The animal’s survival is also 
handicapped by its shortcom- 
ings as a lover. An aye-aye will 
put up with the opposite sex for 
only one brief period a year. A t 
other times, if the anifcaafe’ 
paths cross, they figh^. 'The; 
female hears only one infant a 
year, which, like othefc'femur 
babies, clings to the taolher’S- 
fur until it is weaned. 

Several years ago. Dr, fetter 
took a census of .a formerly 
rich preserve and was /alarmed 
to find no aye-ayes left. Last' 
winter, he persuaded the Mala- 
gany Republic -to assign an un-! 
inhabited island of 250' acres 
known as Nossi Mangeaba, just 
off the town of Maroantsetra on 
the northeast coast of Mada- 
gascar, as a preserve. 

With a grant of $4,600 dollars 
from the World Wildlife Fund, 
Dr. Petter engaged a warden 
to guard the preserve, a young 
Frenchman to direct the search 
for aye-ayes and three hunters 
from distant regions who had 
never heard of the aye-aye and 
who could not speak the local 
language and thus learn about 
the taboo. Thfy are paid $.14 
dollars a month, which is $4 
above the going wage. 

Dr. Petter and his hunters 
have so far spotted six pairs 
of aye-ayes, but transporting 
them to the preserve is another 
problem. One animal was netted 
but chewed its way out, the 
hunters being afraid to close in 
for fear of hurting it. ■ 

Dr. Petter explained that live 


animals trapped by bounty hun- 
ters often were delivered in a 
dying condition. He has in- 
structed his team to work care- 
fully. Now back at his mu- 
seum laboratory, he is eagerly 
awaiting a cable from Mada- 
gascar. 

‘‘The boudoir is ready,” he 
said, ‘‘But the bridal couple is 
not yet there.” | 


